A SYNOPSIS OF THE ENGLISH VERB 


by David G. Jensen 


The English verb, although complex in appearance, is not very complicated. Some forms are 
cumbersome, but these reflect the internal logic of their grammar, and are not structural defects. 


GRAMMAR is not merely a compendium of rules, but a functional set of formulas which govern the 
forms and order of words to express a speaker's intention. It is the’ Operator's Manual” for language. 
Language is a dynamic behavior, and not merely a static means to record observations and opinions. 


NB: Some verbal forms are identical, but this is coincidence; they have the same functional differences. 
Some verbs are also different parts of speech [/ike (verb, adjective, adverb, preposition, conjunction)]. 


FINITE FORMS 


REGULAR (aka WEAK): conforms with the majority of verbs 


IRREGULAR (aka STRONG): employs forms different from the regular, 
Some belong to subsets which employ similar sets of forms. (ring/rang/rung, sing/sang/sung) 


TRANSITIVE: directly or indirectly affects other person(s) or thing(s) [give, take, build] 


INTRANSITIVE: relates only to the subject itself (sit, stand, endure, decline) 


LINKING: connects a PREDICATE noun or adjective to its subject (seem, become) 
Some intransitive verbs can be either (They remained there. I remain speechless.) 


COPULA: indicates existence itself (be) 


AUXILIARY verb: has a merely grammatical function (PERIPHRASIS) 
be/was, do/did, have/had, shall/should, will/would 
'do' and 'have' are also transitive 
MODAL AUXILIARIES: indicate possible vs. actual or potential action of a verb 
can/could; dare/dared (to), durst (PAST, oBs.), may/might, mote (PRESENT. OBS.)/must 
He dares/dared/did not dare to enter; cr. He dared not enter; I dare say. [ARCHAIISM] 
The verb 'get' can resemble an auxiliary in certain contexts: 
We got the house painted on time. [ = "’finished painting” or “caused to be painted” [COMMISSSIVE] 
Get [IMPERATIVE] the shopping done before Friday. cr. Have the shopping done before Friday. 


THREE PRINCIPLE PARTS are the forms of a verb employed in its various uses: 


SIMPLE (present) talk (weAk);drink (STRONG); be (COPULA) 
PAST (simple) talked; drank; was 
PAST PARTICIPLE talked; drunk; been 
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The VARIABLE properties of verbs are described in the following. 


PERSON relation of the sPEAKER to the sussecT of the verb 

FIRST: speaker (I/we); SECOND: spoken to (you, SG./PL.); THIRD: spoken of or about (he/he/it/they) 
NUMBER quantity of speakers (SINGULAR: one; PLURAL: more than one) 
TENSE relative time to which a verb occurs or refers: 


PRESENT SYSTEM (when event occurs in relation to present 
PRESENT: action occurs now 
PAST: action occurred in past 


used + infinitive indicates habitual action in the past. 
We used to go on vacation in July. 


NB: Some verbs require a preposition [belong to (+ o0B)); look at/for] 
FUTURE: action will occur in the future 


progressive going + infinitive indicates future action. 
We are going to visit there later this year. 


PERFECT SYSTEM (event completed in relation to present) 
PRESENT PERFECT: action has occurred in relation to the present 
PAST (PLU-) PERFECT: action had occurred before a point in the past 
FUTURE PERFECT: action will have occurred before a point in the future 


ASPECT manner in which a verb takes place (single act, ongoing ETC.) 
DEFINITE: simple form (When it rains, it pours. When will it stop?) 
PROGRESSIVE,aka CONTINUOUS: action is/was/has been/will be occurring 


INTENSIVE: emphasizes action (I do declare!); also used in questions (Did you say that?) 
used only with the simple present and simple past tenses 


VOICE relation of the speaker to the action of the verb 
ACTIVE: subject performs the action of verb (I say); PASSIVE: subject is acted upon (it is said) 


REFLEXIVE (with reflexive pronoun): subject acts on itself 
(She expresses herself do well. I made myself io some coffee. 


PASSIVE: subject is acted upon (The wall is being painted. The job was finished yesterday. 


MOOD sense in which the the verb is intended (actual event, potential event, desired event) 
INDICATIVE: statement of fact: It is starting/has started/will start to rain. 
IMPERATIVE: direct command 
FIRST PERSON PLURAL (PRESENT) Let's go! [intransitive use of trans. 'let';' cr. Let them go! 
SECOND PERSON (PRESENT): Close the windows! Be sure the doors are shut! [SUJECT IMPLIED] 
THIRD PERSON (FUTURE):This note shall be paid before the first of the following year. 
SUBJUNCTIVE: contrary to (actually other than) fact conditions; used with verbs 
of requirement or suggestion, and in INDIRECT DiscouRSE; also in conditions [ARCHAIC] 
SUBJUNCTIVE PRESENT: same as simple form of verb 
It is necessary (was asked) that he do this; “if this be treason, ...;” Be that as it may, ... [CONCESSIVE] 
SUBJUNCTIVE PAST: same as plural of indicative past 
If that were (CONDITIONAL) So...; If only that were (VOLITIVE) so! 


(CONDITIONAL): not a true mood; traditionally defined as use of past tense of 
modal auxiliaries to relate a hypothetical action (RESULT) under a given CONDITION. 
If that happened, the world would stop. I couldn't do more if I were (SUBJUNCTIVE) asked. 


Must, although originally past tense, is now used for both prEsENT/PAST to express necessity: 
She said we must (need to) leave early. I had been told earlier that we must (needed to) be prompt. 


Should, although past tense, is used in the present tense to express obligation ( = 'ought to'): 
You should call them before we leave. You really shouldn't have missed the appointment. 
Have + infinitive also expresses OBLIGATION or NECESSITY: They had to leave. I have to leave now. 
Should as well as would may also be used in a TENTATIVE sense in the first person singular: 
I should/would think so. I shouldn't/wouldn't be surprised (if that happens). 


The conditional use of past tense modal auxiliaries may be understood as a use of the: 


HYPOTHETICAL PAST: use of a past tense to express hypothetical conditions or circumstances: 
of modal auxiliaries, to express potential actions or events under a given circumstance. 
If I already Anew the answer, I wouldn't have to ask. 
Had anyone said something, this situation could/might have been avoided. 
Conditions and results may be expressed in an 
ABSOLUTE rather than TENTATIVE sense by using the present tense: 
I they don't answer, we will have to leave. I can't start if you refuse permission. 
The DEFERENTIAL past is its TENTATIVE sense used with modal auxiliaries in DIRECT requests: 
Would you do this, please? vs. Will you do this, please? 
Could you start soon? vs. Can you start soon? 
as well as in 2nd-person DECLARATIVE contexts: 
I think that you might have checked first. vs. I think that you may not have known. 
cr.: I think that they might (TENTATIVE)/may have forgotten. 
It is used also with the obligatory sense of have in the second and third persons: 
You had better be there! vs. They have to be leave. 
and with a more TENTATIVE Sense in the first person: 
I had best finish this before tomorrow. vs. We really have to get started. 


HISTORICAL PRESENT: Direct narratives of past events may revert the present tense to dramatize an event: 
And then she says... As soon as I stopped talking, then he starts to shout... 


CONTRACTIONS 


Certain AUXILIARY VERBS Can CONTRACT (ELIDE vowels) when 
followed by not or have. Some contractions are COLLOQUIAL. 


(be) /is/are not isn't/aren't 

can/could not, have can't/couldn't, could've 

dare/dared not, have [dare/dared not/did not dare, (to) have] 
do/does/did not don't/doesn't/didn't 

have/has/had not haven't/hasn't/hadn't 

may/might have/not [may not, have]/mightn't, might've 
must not/have mustn't, must've 

shall/should not have [shall not, have]/shouldn't, should've 
will/would have, not won't, [will have]/wouldn't would've 


The contractions ain't (am/are/is not) and shan'‘t (shall not) are slang, and are not accepted usage. 
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NON-FINITE FORMS 


PARTICIPLES (VERBAL ADJECTIVES): 


PRESENT ACTIVE: shining stars; birds singing) 
PRESENT PASSIVE subjects being discussed; options being considered 
FUTURE ACTIVE/PASSIVE going to watch/going to be seen 
PRESENT PERFECT having begun/having been finished 
PAST (PASSIVE) started, fixed, spoken, said, done 
VERBAL NOUNS 

INFINITIVES 

PRESENT (ACTIVE/PASSIVE) to hear/to be heard 

PAST to have heard/to have been heard 

FUTURE (seldom used) to be going to hear/to be going to be heard 


“to” 1s omitted from the infinitive in certain contexts, E.G. following 
verbs of perception (see, hear); also 'make';(compel), let (allow) Etc. 
We are watching the birds fly. A while ago, someone tried to make us leave. 


In addition to functioning as as adjective (person to ask) or adverb 
(went fo see), an infinitive may serve as the MAIN VERB in a Clause: 


3™ person, future INDICATIVE 
Breakfast to be served at seven (o'clock AM).[PAssIvE] To be continued. [subject IMPLIED]; 
More to come. [AcTIVE, subject is SUBSTANTIVE comparative ADJECTIVE] 


3" person, future IMPERATIVE Performance to start as scheduled. Report to be finished by Friday. 


Following the present or past tense of be, the infintive espresses OBLIGATION OF NECESSITY. 
I am not to mail the reports until Monday. They were to have been completed long ago. 


CF. [ANTICIPATION | 
They are (going) to be mailed on Tuesday. 
You were (expected) to be told on Monday. 


GERUND _ PRESENT: “Seeing is believing.” (ACTIVE); PAST: Not having been told is no excuse. (PASSIVE) 


NOTES: 


